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[The following article by Mary Jo McConahay was released the week of Nov. 16-22, 1987, by Pacific
News Service. The LADB has received authorization from PNS for reproduction.] Tegucigalpa,
Honduras Like a cold wind sending a deadly chill over the Central American peace process, threats
against prominent regional human rights activists have increased sharply in recent weeks. * Here in
Honduras, a smear campaign against the country's most visible advocate, Dr. Roman Custodio, has
spread dramatically. Posters featuring his photo and accusing him of communism and treason have
appeared on downtown walls in the capital city as well as in smaller towns. Alarmed colleagues have
notified the Organization of American States of their concern for Custodio's safety. * In Guatemala,
members of the Mutual Support Group (GAM) made up of families of disappeared persons received
telephone death threats following a recent court action where the group accused army and police
officials by name in 22 cases. The threats have terrorized rank-and-file members and caused some
to move underground. Violeta de Leon, whose son disappeared in 1985, said an anonymous caller
warned her remaining children would be killed "one by one" unless she retreats her part of the suit.
* After months of similar threats against El Salvador's non-government Human Rights Commission,
two gunmen killed its most prominent member, Herbert Anaya, on Oct. 26. Church workers and
aid activists there and in Guatemala and Honduras see Anaya's murder as a direct warning to
them to quell criticism of government and armed forces. * "Anaya's assassination is a clear and
unequivocal message for any human rights activist in Central America," said Custodio. Ironically,
some believe it is the very momentum created by the Central American peace plan signed last
August by five regional presidents that has put figures like Custodio in danger and triggered a rise
in death squad murders and abuses in Guatemala and El Salvador. Guatemalan President Vinicio
Cerezo, who blames the extreme right for the increase in his country, has said the violence "is aimed
at discrediting the peace accord." For the first time the accord has raised the specter of countries
having to examine their natoinal consciences for the deaths of tens of thousands of civilians in
the conflicts of recent years. Diplomatic sources in the region say military officials in El Salvador
particularly rankle at even the remote possibility of an Argentina-style reckoning in their future.
"They object to negotiating with rebels in the first place as foolhardy," said one source. "And now
they feel the hot breath of certain people they once thought they would have have to deal with
breathing down their necks." Rights advocates who have consistently charged military forces with
being tied to the death squad-style killings see this new fear as fueling the wave of threats and
violence directed at themselves. But military officials, in turn, charge advocates with being a kind of
fifth column for the armed opposition in their countries, and with lax reporting in Guatemala and El
Salvador of human rights violations by rebels. Oswaldo Enriquez, vice president of the Commission
for Human Rights in Central America, the Costa Rica-based association of commissions throughout
the region, says advocates are particular targets now because they show how the violations persist
in spite of the peace plan. The attacks are occurring in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, he
says, because these are the countries where "the military pwoer remains the effective force over
civilian power, and where it continues to maintain a clandestine apparatus by which it can carry
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out attacks." Government officials deny any involvement with the current wave of attacks and in
Honduras, the Foreign Ministry has announced that both the chief of the armed forces and the
attorney general have personally guaranteed Custodio's safety. Nineth Garcia, head of Guatemala's
GAM, believes the reason for the increased violence there lies not just with the accord but with an
upsurge in guerrilla activity over the summer. The higher the profile of rebels, she suggested, the
higher the number of reported disappearances and killings of civilians believed to be aligned with
the subversion. "I can feel the climate of tension has risen in the last two months," she said, "Among
the leaders we are talking about some kind of impending blow against one of us by the extreme
right or the army." In Honduras, human rights commission members believe harassment intensified
after they linked the state to four disappearances in cases now under review by the Interamerican
Court of Human Rights in Costa Rica. Explained one source, a lot of people with nationalist feelings
blame Custodio and his group "for dragging Honduras' name through the mud." Commission vice
president Oscar Anibal Puerta sees the current campaign to defame Custodio as similar to that
conducted against Herbert Anaya before his execution-style slaying in El Salvador. "Conditions are
being created for a similar attack here," he warned. In the weeks since Anaya's death, human rights
monitors in El Salvador are asking themselves who will be next. "I know it sounds awful, but when
someone is captured now, and we know he or she is alive in jail, they become less a priority," said
one troubled worker affiliated with a church-sponsored rights group. "These days, we figure our
time is best spent running to warn and maybe protect the next person who may be in danger."

-- End --
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